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Abstract 
The importance of learning multiple languages is accepted universally. Improving 
language skills of the entire population is a priority for Turkey to increase the 
international competitiveness and also for the perspective integration to EU. Despite the 
fact that a long history and extensive efforts devoted to foreign language teaching in 
Turkey, the success has been noted to be limited. In this study, the potential problems 
and challenges during foreign language education in the higher education institutions 
were evaluated based on interviews with undergraduate students who were learning 
English. The study was conducted with a total of 32 students enrolled to various 
departments at Kafkas University. The results revealed that the students identified a 
number of challenges that they face while gaining the language skills along with 
personal strategies to overcome such challenges. Heavy grammar based teaching 
strategy and evaluation along with low level of native exposure and inadequate student 
participation were the main problems suggested by students.  
 
Keywords: language problems, speaking skill, listening skill, foreign language learning, 
speaking and listening barriers 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Language education programs are extensively evaluated worldwide for increased 
performance. Although teaching foreign languages in formal school environments in 
Turkey dates back to period of Ottoman Empire, the importance of learning foreign 
languages was more emphasized in second half of the 20th century. The early languages 
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of Arabic and Persian have changed over time to the three common European 
languages, English, German, and French. In 1908, French was declared as the obligatory 
foreign language and was initiated to be taught at every school. After the proclamation 
of republic in Turkey, English was incorporated to public education as a foreign 
language and in 1950’s, universities were established with English as the instruction 
language. In 1981, two semesters of English became a compulsory for all higher 
education. Until 1998-99 academic year, English was a compulsory component of only 
as early as in secondary school curriculum. Starting 1998, teaching English was initiated 
at 4th and 5th grades. Since 2012, English as foreign language is a part of curriculum in 
2nd grade and since then, students could choose a second foreign language in 
secondary school. Despite the long efforts, Turkey still ranks among lowest in the 
proportion of population with a foreign language skills in Europe (Eurobarometer, 
2006). Therefore, improving foreign language teaching strategies are a priority 
(Şakiroğlu & Kaya, 2017). Nevertheless, heavy grammar oriented teaching has led a 
lower success in the receiving and productive stage skills of listening and speaking 
skills throughout Turkey. Evaluation of language programs and pinpointing 
shortcomings of the curriculum is essential for improving the contemporary language 
education program and proper utilization of language teaching resources particularly 
for listening and speaking skills. 
 In this study, we interviewed a number of higher education students who were 
pursuing to intensive English program to evaluate the common challenges faced by 
higher education students while acquiring listening and speaking skills and the 
strategies students developed to overcome those problems. 
 
2. Limitations of Study 
 
This study is limited with the students studied intensive English program in 2014. The 
other limitations are the gender of the students and the type of school they graduated 
from. The last limitation is the barriers students come across while learning foreign 
language and their personal opinion about how to approach these problems. 
 
3. Material and Methods 
 
Qualitative research method was employed for this paper. The study was conducted 
with students enrolled to various departments at Kafkas University and were pursuing 
intensive English program at the time of the interview. A total of 32 students from 
English Language and Literature Department and French-Turkish-English Translation 
Department participated to the interview. A total of four interview questions were 
prepared with the help of four English language experts and one Turkish language 
expert. The questions were;  
 What difficulties/ challenges do you face while gaining listening skills? 
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 What difficulties/ challenges do you face while gaining conversation 
competences?  
 What extra-curricular activities do you do individually to improve listening 
skills? 
 What extra-curricular activities do you do individually to improve speaking 
skills? 
 Randomly selected 32 students were interviewed with the questions. The 
interview questions were recorded in a written format and analyzed as qualitative 
assessment. Frequency of the responses was compared with the prevalence of the 
problems and practices in literature.  
 
3.1 The analysis of data on language skills 
After a literature review for the strategies to teach language skills properly, we 
compiled several codes for the problems students come across while learning English 
and the suggestions for solution. 32 Students from different departments were 
interviewed and frequencies of the problems and solutions students stated during 
interviews were detected. Speaking and listening skills were evaluated/assessed with 
the help of content analysis technique of quantitative research. 
 
4. Results and Discussions 
 
4.1 The Problems and Challenges in Listening Comprehension Skills 
After an extensive literature review, we gathered a number of key barriers while 
improving listening skills. We also conducted a frequency analysis for the presence of 
the key challenges among the student responses. The written responses of students to 
identify major challenges in acquiring listening skills revealed a wide range of 
problems, challenges, and barriers. Among the 32 students interviewed, 21 indicated 
that they have problems in gaining listening skills.  
 Inability to understand the verbal message due to the length of the materials 
used or the complexity of the cues has been listed in the top of the challenges (Carroll, 
1977; Ferris & Tagg, 1996; Chen, 2005). The interviewees expressed the very same 
problem with a high frequency. A total of 14 students 
(S1,S6,S8,S10,S12,S16,S18,S19,S20,S21,S24,S28,S29) remarked the length of the materials 
used or the complexity of the cues. For example, S1 stated that “I cannot understand the 
words until a few repetitions. I want the speakers speak more slowly and understandably”. In 
literature, anxiety (Vandergrift, 1999) and ability to understand of unfamiliar words 
(Yıldırım & Yıldırım, 2016) are counted as part of the listening comprehension problem. 
However, only a few students (4S=S1, S6, S22, S28) mentioned the problem. Student 6 
expressed “It may be anxious to listen to the parts we listened, so easy parts should be chosen. 
It is not a skill that can be developed in just a course.” S8 pointed “I am having a hard time 
understanding it while I am listening since the conversation seems very quick. I do not fully 
understand the words. It is one of the most challenging courses.” S12 expressed “I sometimes 
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have to listen a few times when I listen to short phrases in conversation.” S20 mentioned the 
very point via the expression that “The parts we listened to in the listening lessons are a bit 
tricky. The speaker is very fluent and the pronunciations are very different.” S21 discussed 
“The biggest problem we are encountering in listening is the pronunciation we are not used to in 
spoken language. Especially the use of words and phrases we have encountered in English 
songs”  
 Competence to deduce the meaning of unknown words and limited vocabulary 
(Faerch & Kasper, 1986; Underwood, 1989) were stated by S3 and S12. For example, S12 
stated “I sometimes have to listen a few times when I cannot understand what they say or when 
the speaker uses the abbreviated terms.” Similarly, S3 indicated “I am bored because I do not 
understand, and I am discouraged because I cannot follow after a while.”  
 Although emphasized frequently in the language learning research (Dozer, 1997; 
Hasan, 2000; Vandergrift, 2007) only a few students expressed facilitating visual 
support (S22,S26,S32). Another problem encountered in listening is that students either 
totally miss the message or misunderstand the conversations while they focused on 
how to answer and try to prepare an answer which was not mentioned much in 
literature.  
 Having a socio-cultural competence (Faerch & Kasper, 1986), ambiguity of the 
message (Watson & Smeltzer, 1984), reluctance for classroom participation (Ferris & 
Tagg, 1996), and not knowing strategies to apply (Field, 1998; Vandergrift, 1999) are 
remarked through various studies as the possible hinders while improving listening 
skills. However, only two students noted them as the problems they face (S10, S26). S10 
expressed that “Listening lesson is the most difficult lesson I have. I think that is either because 
my strategy to study is wrong or I cannot concentrate at the moment” while S26 reported “It 
is also important to be able to write what you listen to. I need to try to write in one hand while 
listening on the other”. This shows that student number 26 does not know listening 
strategies because what s/he needs to have as skill is a requirement for note-taking 
course not listening skill. Not being able to ask-answer a question during a conversation 
(Ferris & Tagg, 1996) and the degree of attractiveness of the listening subject (Carroll, 
1977; Dozer, 1997) were listed among problems while acquiring listening skills. Both of 
these problems were seldom addressed in the interviews. Interestingness of the subject 
to listen, grammar knowledge of target language (Faerch & Kasper, 1986), and lack of 
self-confidence are mentioned in the literature (Miller & Endo, 2004; Wolvin & Coakley, 
2000). Nonetheless, these issues are not mentioned among the interviewees. 
 While psychical conditions such as health problems, hunger, headache, and 
emotional defect were pointed out in literature (Goh & Taib, 2006; Yagang, 1993), only 
one student mentioned these physical conditions as a part of common problems while 
improving listening skills. He indicated that he had asthma and his condition was 
negatively influencing his listening skills. Anxiety and fear are also listed as problems 
for language learners (In’nami, 2006; Vandergrift, 1999, 2007) and three interviewees 
mentioned the problem (S6, S22, S28). Student 6 pointed out “the parts we listened to 
during the course might cause us to be anxious, so easy parts should be chosen. It is not a skill 
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that can be developed in just during a lesson”. Student 22 stated “In listening; the biggest 
problem is anxiety; I fear I might not understand.”  
 The lack of background knowledge is another listed challenge (Watson & 
Smeltzer, 1984), yet only a single student expressed that as a difficulty. Student 28 
stated ‚It is very difficult for us to watch the videos that require the background knowledge we 
lack. This strain causes concern.” Lack of contextual knowledge or familiar content is 
known as a challenge for language learners (Dozer, 1997; Hasan, 2000; Osada, 2004; 
Yıldırım & Yıldırım, 2016). A number of students (S12, S15, S21, S25) listed the problem. 
S12 stated that “I sometimes have to listen a few times while listening to what they say when 
speakers talk with abbreviations.” S21 pointed ‚The biggest problem we have encountered in 
listening is the use of words and phrases that we do not know in English songs and other 
contexts. It makes the language much more difficult to understand. I have to watch and listen 
more to overcome.‛ S25 said ‚Activities in the listening lesson should be at the level of 
background knowledge of the class. More texts and passages should be listened and priority 
should be given to ear familiarity.” 
 Another problem students might come across while learning listening skill is the 
environmental distractions such as phone rings, other noises (Anderson & Lynch, 1988; 
Dunkel, 1991; Watson & Smeltzer, 1984; Yıldırım & Yıldırım, 2016), yet the two factors 
were stated only 6 and 5 times, respectively. Student 7 stated “We cannot understand the 
conversations in the activities at the desired level because of the inadequate materials used in 
listening and muffling of the voice”. Student 9 remarked “I am much more relaxed in listening 
at home because when listening in the school, I usually have problems caused by the device.” 
Student 28 said “The sound from the radio, TV, computer etc. may not be clear and strays. This 
causes concern, disrupts our motivation, and we fail because of the reasons I have mentioned 
above.” S32 stated ‚the quality of the materials and the lack of clarity are some problems in 
listening.‛   
 Degree of motivation (Carroll, 1977; Dunkel, 1991) was expressed as a potential 
problem by S28. The student stated ‚The difficulty we experience in listening class is causing 
concern and disrupting our motivation. In fact, we usually fail even when we can be successful.”  
The low level of the listening proficiency of the students mainly due to the lack of wide 
range of word knowledge would result in the inability to understand the spoken 
language (Bonk, 2000; Goh, 2000; Mehrpour & Rahimi, 2010; Staehr, 2009; Wesche & 
Paribakht, 1996). Not surprisingly many students expressed concerns regarding the 
problem. For example, S2 expressed “At first, in listening I could not understand all of the 
words, but there was no trouble after I solved the word problem” clearly indicating the lack of 
word knowledge. Similarly, S5 had difficulty understanding and expressed saying “I 
did not use to understand what I had in listening. I would not understand 3 out of 5 words.”  
 The speed of the speeches (Dunkel, 1991; Gilakjani, & Ahmadi, 2011; 
Underwood, 1989; Vandergrift, 2007; Weinstein-shr & Griffiths, 1992) was also 
remarked as a common problem among students (S1, S8, S19, S23, S28, S29, S31). S1 
expressed ‚I cannot understand the words because the talk is fast.” S12 similarly had the 
same concern stated as “I sometimes have to listen a few times when I listen to even short 
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phrases in conversation. I have difficulty of understanding.” S29 had clearer explanation of 
the issue pointing “Sometimes I have difficulty in understanding what is said. In this case, I 
expect teachers to explain in every situation. For example, slowing down what we listen to can 
make it easier to understand what it means.‛ S8 indicated the very same concern as “I am 
having a hard time understanding because the conversation seems very quick.” S19 had the 
same problem solved with repetition of listening.  
 A relatively large number of students expressed concerns regarding the lack of 
publicly available listening materials designated for the learners’ level (S3, S10, S13, S15, 
S17, S18, S24). S3 suggested “Apart from the course book, different sources should be provided 
for extracurricular activities”. S10 expressed concerns regarding the infrastructure of 
language schools that is providing guidance along with the materials. The student 
expressed that “In particular, there is not enough material to listen to and the school 
management should arrange a computer room, or help the students in this regard.” The 
concerns of other students were similar with the variation in the choice of words, 
familiarity with content. Student 15 recorded that “I am trying very hard to find the closest 
videos and speeches to the topics we have learned in class and I am having a hard time. For this 
reason, I have to work in a much wider area. It is like looking for a needle in the haystack, that is, 
I have listening materials problem that is parallel to the class.‛ Lack of language laboratories 
in language departments was one of the barriers mentioned in literature (Vandergrift, 
2004; Noom-Ura, 2013).  
 
4.2 The Autonomous Strategies to Overcome the Listening Comprehension Problems 
The second part of each question targeted the delineation of strategies each student 
prefers for overcoming challenges they identified in the first part of the question. 
Content analysis and frequencies of personal and autonomous strategies regarding the 
listening comprehension 32 learners participating in the qualitative study was analyzed 
in parallel to the reported studies. 
 The in depth evaluations regarding listening skills revealed that the students 
found the class listening activities were inadequate. Therefore, most students stated that 
they need to include extracurricular activities and continue to do the individual work in 
order to develop the skill. S27 points out the importance of extracurricular hearing 
activities by stating "I do not do anything specifically but I know it is inadequate".  
 To improve listening skills, students reported several strategies most of which 
were can be classified under two groups. To practice listening outside the class (Field 
1998; Vandergrift, 1999) and maintaining individual studies, listening radio, watching 
T.V. and seeing foreign movies (Gary & Gary, 1981) were mostly pointed out by total of 
27 students. S2 listed a number of activities: “I listen to English music for listening and 
listen to the CDs of some books I bought from abroad. I listen to English broadcast radio.‛ A 
similar set of practices were listed by S3: “Although I am limited in listening, I try to watch 
foreign movies, listen to videos, and try to translate foreign songs on my phone”. Another 
student indicated extensive exploitation of online resources. S4 stated ‚for listening, I 
constantly searched the English dialogs online and downloaded them to my computer. I listen to 
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them all the time. I constantly listen to dialogues and songs in English, and I believe I have 
developed myself.‛ S7 remarked “I try to listen to a lot of different sources to improve listening 
skills such as listening to radio, watching series, listening to various documentaries. I do not 
think someone could develop the skill just by listening English songs. Because most grammar 
rules are not followed and there are accent differences in songs‛. S9 expressed “I usually used 
to listen English online when I was in high school. I now use a resourceful website. There is 
listening and practice together. I also use extra materials of the course book.” 
 Choosing authentic materials was mentioned both in literature and interviews 
(Dozer, 1997; Field 1998; Thanajaro, 2000; Thompson & Rubin, 1996). About 18 students 
agreed on the benefit of having authentic materials. For instance, S15 stated that “I am 
watching short film tutorials (extra British accent). I am watching foreign news channels which 
deal with contemporary events and current TV series.‛ S13 expressed that “I try to improve 
this skill via listening to English audio CD's‛. Similarly, the remark from S16 “I either listen 
to foreign music or watch movies in English but I do not think it works because I mostly focus on 
reading subtitles” indicated use of authentic materials. S18 indicated “I generally listen to 
the recordings of books and then I re-listen before going to sleep so I could imagine the written 
version of that passage”. S19, S20, S22, S23, S25, S26, S27, S28, S29, S30 also indicated that 
they either do one of the individual activities mentioned above or both listen and watch 
something authentic to improve. Furthermore, involvement of the real life parts, 
dialogues, videos, radio or TV program sections in the classroom listening was 
emphasized in the literature (Dozer, 1997; Field, 1998; Morley, 1991) Marks, 2000) and 
expressed by the interviewed students (S18). 
 Choosing listening activities with the script (Field, 1998) was reflected by 4 
students (S18, S19, S25, S26). They also indicated that following writings along with the 
audio is easier to follow compare to the sole audio. S26 for example, stated that “The 
videos we watch must be subtitled so that I can see what I hear. I think this is important”. 
Listening appropriate level and interesting topics (Dozer, 1997; Field, 1998; Vandergrift, 
1999) were discussed in literature and uttered to overcome difficulty of listening. S25 
clearly pointed that expressing “Listening activities should be at class level, priority should 
be given to more listening practices”. 
 Developing strategies using listening techniques, and activities were discussed 
widely in literature (Chen, 2005; Field, 1998; Goh, 1998; Renandya & Farrell, 2010; 
Vandergrift, 1999; Young, 1997). The statement “teaching students higher level cognitive 
and metacognitive strategies (such as inferencing) and self-monitoring strategies will solve 
students’ listening problems” (Renandya & Farrell, 2010) eloquently describe the role of 
strategies in improving listening. Nonetheless, using listening techniques, and activities 
were not described as extracurricular activities by students. Interestingly S31 
emphasized that s/he had developed her/his listening skills in different ways. For 
example, writing sentences from various books to Google Translate and using listening 
function of the website, student recreate an audio and use the audio to improve the 
listening skills. It is noteworthy that students do not have enough knowledge to use 
cognitive strategy (Field, 1998; Vandergrift, 1999) development or listening techniques. 
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4.3 The Problems and Challenges in Conversation Skills 
The responses from the students regarding to the inquiry that difficulties and how they 
handle the difficulties were thoroughly analyzed. A vast majority of students draw 
attention to problems such as not being able to be exposed to target language, lack of 
practice (Cele-Murcia et al. 2001; Lazaraton, 2001), less communication with native 
speakers (Miller & Endo 2004) (17), and discourse competence in speaking lessons 
(Lazaraton, 2001; Shumin, 2002; Alptekin, 2002). Challenges that are not mentioned at 
all include cultural differences, home longing, social difficulties (S0) and socio-linguistic 
competence (S0).  
 The main difficulties encountered by students during conversation were 
hesitation and shyness (Ferris & Tagg, 1996; Tsou, 2005). (S1, S3, S5, S10), hesitation: S1 
stated “I get excited when I talk and I confuse the words. Sometimes I hesitate‛. S3 similarly 
stated “I am very hesitant to talk, so I am having a hard time. I often hesitate even to say things 
I know right. I have to practice a lot, but I cannot do it alone‛. S5 also stated “The greatest 
challenge I faced was being excited and not being able to speak. If I made a wrong sentence, I was 
afraid that my classmates would make fun of me. I therefore hesitated to speak‛. S10 expressed 
the very same fact in the statement “I hesitate to join in a conversation and I feel ashamed. I 
am afraid to say something wrong and be misunderstood.‛ 
 The lack of access to practice with the natives was expressed extensively among 
the responses (S2, S3, S5, S6, S7, S13, S14, S17). For example, S2 expressed that “The 
biggest challenge I had on the conversation was to find some natives to improve‛. S3 expressed 
same basic problem “I wish everyone had access to native conversation partners‛. S6 stated 
“The biggest problem is that we do not have a constant practical chance of conversation‛. S7 
expressed “The greatest difficulty I face in speaking ability is that I do not have the opportunity 
to engage to an English conversation‛. S14 pointed the fact that “there are not many people 
around to practice with” implying the importance of the constant chatting with the native 
speakers.  
 Inadequacy of the course hours of speaking were also among the problems 
commonly referred by the students (S6, S7, S14, S19, S20, S25, S27). S6, S14, and S20 for 
example stated the same basic observation that “the course hour of the conversation classes 
does not meet our demand and needs<‛ whereas the S7, S19, S25, and S27 demanded 
“increasing the hours of the conversation courses‛.  
 Based on my personal experience and extensive interaction with students, lack of 
self-confidence was an important barrier while gaining speaking skills and the studies 
in literature supported this observation (Cele-Murcia et al. 2001; Lazaraton, 2001; Miller 
& Endo, 2004; Sawir, 2005). Several students mentioned that lack of confidence result in 
not performing in courses (S3, S10, S21, S25, S28). S3 said “I am very hesitant to talk, so I 
am having a hard time. I often hesitate even to say things I know right.‛ S21 pointed “the 
greatest problem I have is the lack of confidence. If I had the confidence, I would be in a better 
level.‛ S28 stated the same problem in a rather different statement via “<because 
sometimes I see our friends laugh at those who make mistakes in the classroom that reduce my 
confidence.” In addition to the lack of confidence, hesitation has also been noted as 
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barrier while improving the speaking skills (Goodwin, 2001; Lazaraton, 2001; Miller & 
Endo, 2004; Sawir, 2005). S17 for example stated “I am afraid of making mistakes‛ and S10 
stated ‚I hesitate to talk myself in conversation class and feel ashamed. Because I am afraid to 
say something wrong and be misunderstood, I know I can only overcome the problem myself..‛ 
both implying the that the problem also persist among students. 
 The competence of all the aspects of language (e.g. grammar, vocabulary, 
fluency, pronunciation) is noted as an important factor that effect the conversation skills 
(Florez, 1999; Lazaraton, 2001; Sawir, 2005; Shumin, 2002). S3 for instance, pointed that 
incompetency in vocabulary results problems in conversation. S8 also magnified the 
same problem emphasizing the grammar competence and it is direct effect on gaining 
conversation skills. The student stated that “sometimes I make mistakes in grammar while 
talking. Our instructor and lecture hours for conversation might be adequate. However, there is 
a need to focus more on grammar.‛  
 The topics selected for the conversation and the content of the course need to be 
interesting and attractive for the students. Problems regarding the attractiveness and 
being interesting has been identified as another potential problem (Rossiter et al. 2010). 
The issue was expressed by only a single student. S26 suggested “<sometimes I 
remember nothing related to the conversation topic. Perhaps more interesting subjects can be 
selected<.‛ 
 Furthermore, students who know multiple languages and study a new language 
can make transfer mistakes especially during speech phase. S28 mentioned the problem 
and stated that “I have a language conflict with words Kurdish-German-Turkish and English 
which I started to learn recently. I can make a lot of mistakes in the case of word similarity 
among languages. I do not want to use a language when I can use other words. I cannot do 
individual work in this regard‛. 
 Although inability to use technical and communication skills in speaking 
(Lazaraton, 2001; Tsou 2005), less attendance (Sawir, 2005; Tsou, 2005), strategic 
competence (Lazaraton, 2001; Shumin, 2002), and learning style differences (Sawir, 
2005) were factors mentioned in literature, none were discussed by interviewees. 
Strategic competence refers to the ability to know when and how to use, how to make a 
speech, how to stop talking, and how to deal with communication failures and 
comprehension problems (Shumin, 2002) 
 
4.4 The Autonomous Strategies to Overcome the Conversation Problems 
The answers of participating students to improve speech were analyzed. When overall 
frequencies are considered the two main activities suggested. The most frequently 
suggested activity was constant conversation practices with a frequency of 25/32 
whereas the second was increased interaction with the native speakers with a frequency 
of 18/32. Among those who referred the benefit of constant conversation practice, S3 
expressed ‚<but there is not enough opportunity for conversation. So, I ask myself questions 
at home and answer, record my voice and correct pronunciation errors.‛ S2 stated “I have found 
strangers on the internet to improve my speaking skills.‛ S5 said “I work in a hotel or a tourist 
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destination during summertime”. S4 remarked “When I was in college, I could not speak, I 
understood what they said, but I could not answer. Then I got into many English groups on 
Facebook. I started talking in Skype and now I can talk, but my only goal is to speak fluently‛. 
S6 also pointed that “I make friends over the internet and talk to the camera to improve my 
conversational skills.‛ S7 expressed that “I make use of social networks; Skype and Facebook 
allow me to interact with English-speaking people.” S8 stated that “I constantly develop my 
speaking skills by talking to people, friends, and instructors on social media. Therefore, since I 
started college, my speaking skill has improved a lot.‛ On the top of the list of individual 
studies that students make in general to improve speaking skills are face to face 
interactions with native speakers or speaking virtually on the internet. Luckier students 
can improve their speaking skills by working in tourist areas or by using opportunities 
such as "work and travel" and staying abroad for 3 months. S10 benefited talking online 
with natives and said that “I talk to strangers in the virtual world paying attention to how 
words are pronounced and how sentences are formed and I try to use what I learned in my own 
conversations.‛ S16 recorded that “I often speak with foreigners.‛ S31 stated that “I make 
native friends by writing or talking on various sites.” S21 agreed that practice is needed 
with natives to develop language expressing that “practice, courage and self-confidence are 
essential for speech.” S15 however, used an extraordinary strategy to improve in addition 
to the native exposure. S/he explained that “I listen to and repeat sample conversations from 
the search engine and try to practice what I learn. Working in tourism sector has played a very 
important role in improving the conversation skills‛. 
 Presence of different speakers are emphasized in the literature for the 
development of speaking skills (Ferris & Tagg, 1996; Rossiter et al. 2010; Sawir, 2005). 
Some students mentioned the possibility of listening to various speakers. S17 for 
example, indicated that “there should be more interaction with natives.” S19 similarly stated 
“Speaking with various natives improves speech skills and pronunciation.‛  
 Foreign speaking skills are best learned in the country where the language is 
spoken (Sawir, 2005). S16 stated that “I cannot practice enough. So, I forget the words and 
phrases I learn since I do not use them. Therefore, educational institutions should send the 
students abroad even for a short period of time like for summer season or at least a month‛. S17 
agreed on the issue stating “It is also necessary to study abroad”. 
 Among the different working methods, S13 studied by memorizing words, while 
S14 focused on abbreviations and pronunciations. S15 studied by listening to sample 
conversations in web based search engine. S30 was trying to speak English in front of 
the mirror. 
 To be able to develop communication competence, more practicing in writing 
was suggested (Ferris ve Tagg, 1996) and one student (S18) pointed that writing could 
help develop communication skills. S18 said “I keep a diary for writing skills. When I 
realized that I did not make mistakes in time, I want to write short stories. In fact, writing is one 
of the obvious ways of learning a language, because the brain is then outwardly gaining skills. 
This also influences my speaking positively‛. 
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 Teaching pronunciation, intonation, and stress of language (Harmer, 2001; 
Morley, 1991) were seen important to improve (S3, S4, S10, 14, S17, S19, S23). For 
instance, S3 stated “I am recording my voice and listen later. If I have pronunciation errors, I 
redo the process. I pay attention to the pronunciation of those who speak in movies”.  
  Being exposed to different speakers is noted to be effective in the development of 
conversation skills (Ferris & Tagg, 1996). A total of 14 students have emphasized this 
issue. S4 conveyed that ‚When I was in college, I could not speak, I understood what they said, 
but I could not answer. Then I got into many English conversation groups. I started talking in 
Skype and now I can talk, but my only goal is to speak fluently.‛ S8 also stated that ‚I work 
hard for conversation skills. I constantly develop this by talking to friends, our instructors, and 
people on social media‛. S19 agreed on how important it is to speak and expose to 
different native speakers to improve the skill by saying “speaking with different native 
speakers improves speech skills and improves pronunciation as well‛.  
 Although the usage of mother tongue when needed is seen as a motivational 
motif for students to engage the ongoing conversations (Miller & Endo, 2004), students 
did not mention this strategy at all. Differences in learning styles, motivation, and inter-
class interaction (Sawir, 2005), encouraging naturalness, creativeness and uniqueness 
(Mariani 1994), decreasing the cognitive load, cultural and language load (Miller ve 
Endo, 2004) were some ways to improve speech skill. Some other techniques suggested 
to improve communication skills in literature are using species-specific words (Ferris ve 
Tagg, 1996; Lazaraton, 2001), reading more by different material (Ferris ve Tagg, 1996), 
applying and evaluating teaching techniques and approaches (Miller ve Endo, 2004; 
Rossiter, Derwing, Manimtim, Thomson, 2010). However, they were not noticed by 
interviewees.  
 
5. Recommendations  
 
From a student perspective, the lack of motivation in the form of hesitation, lack of 
confidence, and shyness is one of the most important obstacles while gaining listening 
and conversation skills. In this respect, it is necessary that the lecturers who are 
teaching the language should help the students to surmount of hesitation, lack of 
confidence and the shyness. 
 In addition to enhancing motivation, teaching staff should be to be aware of 
effective listening and conversation techniques and strategies, learning to learn 
language, cognitive awareness strategy, and apply them in the classroom. The present 
study revealed that students do have some problems regarding the strategies to 
effectively choose the extracurricular activities. Therefore, a part of formal training in 
listening and conversation courses should be transferring the strategies to the learners. 
Some suggestion steps for a standard strategy training activity are raising students’ 
awareness, helping them brainstorm the strategies, having them practice the strategies, 
guiding them in selecting the strategies that address their particular needs, and 
evaluating their progress and strategy use (Renandya & Farrell, 2010).  
Hülya Ünsal Şakiroğlu, Halil İbrahim Kaya 
THE STUDENT PERSPECTIVES OF COMMON PROBLEMS WHILE GAINING ENGLISH SPEAKING AND 
LISTENING SKILLS AND THEIR PROPOSED SOLUTIONS TO IMPROVE SKILLS AUTONOMOUSLY
 
European Journal of Foreign Language Teaching - Volume 3 │ Issue 3 │ 2018                                                                 105 
 In language education, students should be informed systematically during the 
language learning process by acknowledging that foreign language learning is a 
difficult and time consuming process. Outside of the classroom, they should try to 
develop the two skills. They must improve their listening skills through various 
listening passages/texts, diversify resources that include online material, and actively 
engaged to the conversation. 
 Proposals have also been made for the management and administration of 
institutions. Administrations should provide environments to improve students' 
language skills. For this purpose, chat rooms should be established. Language 
laboratories equipped with listening materials should be formed and be made available 
to learners.  
 
6. Conclusion 
 
In the current study, qualitative data from 32 students aiming to study at various 
departments and were pursuing to School of Foreign Languages in Kafkas 
University/Turkey at the time were examined in the light of the literature. Our results 
revealed that the students have a number of problems in listening due to the length of 
the materials used or the length or complexity of the cues. At the time of the interview, 
a lack of language laboratory for listening skills was also mentioned. In addition, the 
inadequacy of class hours of listening was emphasized. This shortcoming, which 
students have expressed, has increased the listening hours set by the school 
management after the results of this study. A similar language lab was created and 
opened for student use in the academic year 2014-2015. The results also unveiled that 
the students developed strategies and employ activities that are also widely discussed 
in the literature such as extracurricular listening activities, watching movies in their 
native English form, listening music, and exploring online resources.  
 A number of difficulties encountered by students in conversation skills 
(excitement, anxiety, fear-anxiety, lack of self-esteem, pace of speech, pronunciation 
problems, and the inadequacy of the speaking course hour) were also expressed. It has 
been observed that students conduct various activities and developed different 
strategies to overcome the difficulties they face in speaking. They applied the 
recommended strategies such as talking face to face with native speakers or talking on 
the internet virtually, working in tourist areas, or using work and travel opportunities. 
Among other solutions and strategies the students developed to handle the problems 
were increasing emphasis on grammar, more word acquisition, the increase in the 
number of lecture hours, formation of conversation clubs, going abroad even for a short 
period of time (e.g. work and travel), and conversation with the native speakers. 
 
 
 
 
Hülya Ünsal Şakiroğlu, Halil İbrahim Kaya 
THE STUDENT PERSPECTIVES OF COMMON PROBLEMS WHILE GAINING ENGLISH SPEAKING AND 
LISTENING SKILLS AND THEIR PROPOSED SOLUTIONS TO IMPROVE SKILLS AUTONOMOUSLY
 
European Journal of Foreign Language Teaching - Volume 3 │ Issue 3 │ 2018                                                                 106 
References 
 
1. Alptekin C, 2002. Towards intercultural communicative competence in ELT ELT 
J. 56(1):57–64 
2. Anderson A, Lynch T, 1988. Listening. Oxford University Press 
3. Bonk WJ, 2000. Second language lexical knowledge and listening comprehension 
Int. J. List. 14(1):14–31 
4. Carroll JB, 1977. Evaluation Studies: The IEA studies in English and French as 
foreign languages: Implications for educational planning Stud. Educ. Eval. 
3(1):1–5 
5. Cele-Murcia M, Brinton D, Ann S. 2001. Teaching English as a second or foreign 
language. Heinle Heinle US 
6. Chen Y, 2005. Barriers to Acquiring Listening Strategies for EFL Learners and 
Their Pedagogical Implications Tesl-Ej. 8(4):n4 
7. Dozer CV, 1997. 1 Improving ESL Learners ’ Listening Skills: At the Workplace 
and Beyond 
8. Dunkel P, 1991. Listening in the native and second/foreign language: Toward an 
integration of research and practice TESOL Q. 25(3):431–457 
9. Eurobarometer S, 2006. Europeans and their Languages Eur. Comm. 
10. Faerch C, Kasper G, 1986. Procedural knowledge as a component of foreign 
language learners’ communicative competence’ Psycholinguistcs AILA Rev. 3:7–
23 
11. Ferris D, Tagg T, 1996. Academic listening/speaking tasks for ESL students: 
Problems, suggestions, and implications Tesol Q. 30(2):297–320 
12. Field J, 1998. Skills and strategies: Towards a new methodology for listening 
13. Florez MAC, 1999. Improving Adult English Language Learners’; Speaking Skills 
14. Gary JO, Gary N, 1981. Caution: Talking may be dangerous to your linguistic 
health IRAL-Int. Rev. Appl. Linguist. Lang. Teach. 19(1–4):1–14 
15. Gilakjani AP, Ahmadi MR, 2011. A Study of Factors Affecting EFL Learners’ 
English Listening Comprehension and the Strategies for Improvement. J. Lang. 
Teach. Res. 2(5): 
16. Goh C, Taib Y, 2006. Metacognitive instruction in listening for young learners 
ELT J. 60(3):222–232 
17. Goh CC, 1998. How ESL learners with different listening abilities use 
comprehension strategies and tactics. Lang. Teach. Res. 2(2):124–147 
18. Goh CC, 2000. A cognitive perspective on language learners’ listening 
comprehension problems System. 28(1):55–75 
19. Goodwin J, 2001. Teaching pronunciation. Teach. Engl. Second Foreign Lang 
3:117–137 
20. Harmer J, 2001. The practice of English language teaching London New York 
21. Hasan AS, 2000. Learners’ perceptions of listening comprehension problems. 
Lang. Cult. Curric 13(2):137–153 
Hülya Ünsal Şakiroğlu, Halil İbrahim Kaya 
THE STUDENT PERSPECTIVES OF COMMON PROBLEMS WHILE GAINING ENGLISH SPEAKING AND 
LISTENING SKILLS AND THEIR PROPOSED SOLUTIONS TO IMPROVE SKILLS AUTONOMOUSLY
 
European Journal of Foreign Language Teaching - Volume 3 │ Issue 3 │ 2018                                                                 107 
22. In’nami Y, 2006. The effects of test anxiety on listening test performance. System 
34(3):317–340 
23. Lazaraton A, 2001. Teaching oral skills. Teach. Engl. Second Foreign Lang 3:103–
115 
24. Mariani L, 1994. Developing strategic competence: Towards autonomy in oral 
interaction. Perspectives (Montclair) 20(1):41–57 
25. Mehrpour S, Rahimi M, 2010. The impact of general and specific vocabulary 
knowledge on reading and listening comprehension: A case of Iranian EFL 
learners System. 38(2):292–300 
26. Miller PC, Endo H, 2004. Understanding and meeting the needs of ESL students 
Phi Delta Kappan. 85(10):786–791 
27. Morley J, 1991. The Pronunciation Component in Teaching English to Speakers 
of Other Languages TESOL Q. 25(3):481 
28. Noom-Ura S, 2013. English-teaching problems in Thailand and Thai teachers’ 
professional development needs Engl. Lang. Teach. 6(11):139 
29. Osada N, 2004. Listening comprehension research: A brief review of the past 
thirty years. Dialogue 3(1):53–66 
30. Renandya WA, Farrell TS, 2010. ‘Teacher, the tape is too fast!’ Extensive listening 
in ELT ELT J. 65(1):52–59 
31. Rossiter MJ, Derwing TM, Manimtim LG, Thomson RI, 2010. Oral fluency: The 
neglected component in the communicative language classroom. Can. Mod. 
Lang. Rev 66(4):583–606 
32. Şakiroğlu HÜ, Kaya Hİ, 2017. Re-Evaluation of the Components of Intensive 
English Program in Turkey Çukurova Üniversitesi Sos. Bilim. Enstitüsü Derg. 
26(3):200–213 
33. Sawir E 2005. Language difficulties of international students in Australia: The 
effects of prior learning experience Int. Educ. J. 6(5):567–580 
34. Shumin K, 2002. Factors to consider: Developing adult EFL students’ speaking 
abilities Methodol. Lang. Teach. Anthol. Curr. Pract. 12:204–211 
35. Staehr LS, 2009. Vocabulary knowledge and advanced listening comprehension 
in English as a foreign language Stud Second Lang. Acquis. 31(4):577–607 
36. Thanajaro M, 2000. Using authentic materials to develop listening 
comprehension in the English as a second language classroom. PhD Thesis 
thesis. Virginia Tech 
37. Thompson I, Rubin J, 1996. Can strategy instruction improve listening 
comprehension? Foreign Lang. Ann. 29(3):331–342 
38. Tsou W, 2005. Improving speaking skills through instruction in oral classroom 
participation. Foreign Lang. Ann. 38(1):46–55 
39. Underwood M, 1989. Teaching Listening. Addison-Wesley Longman Ltd 
40. Vandergrift L, 1999. Facilitating second language listening comprehension: 
acquiring successful strategies. ELT J. 53(3):168–76 
Hülya Ünsal Şakiroğlu, Halil İbrahim Kaya 
THE STUDENT PERSPECTIVES OF COMMON PROBLEMS WHILE GAINING ENGLISH SPEAKING AND 
LISTENING SKILLS AND THEIR PROPOSED SOLUTIONS TO IMPROVE SKILLS AUTONOMOUSLY
 
European Journal of Foreign Language Teaching - Volume 3 │ Issue 3 │ 2018                                                                 108 
41. Vandergrift L, 2004. 1. Listening to Learn or Learning to Listen? Annu. Rev. 
Appl. Linguist. 24:3–25 
42. Vandergrift L, 2007. Recent developments in second and foreign language 
listening comprehension research. Lang. Teach. 40(03):191 
43. Watson KW, Smeltzer LR, 1984. Barriers to listening: Comparison between 
students and practitioners Commun. Res. Rep. 1(1): 
44. Weinstein-shr G, Griffiths R, 1992. Speech rate and listening comprehension: 
Further evidence of the relationship TESOL Q. 26(2):385–390 
45. Wesche M, Paribakht TS, 1996. Assessing second language vocabulary 
knowledge: Depth versus breadth. Can Mod. Lang. Rev. 53(1):13–40 
46. Wolvin AD, Coakley CG, 2000. Listening education in the 21st century Int. J. List. 
14(1):143–152 
47. Yagang F, 1993. Listening: Problems and solutions Engl. Teach. Forum. 31:16–19 
48. Yıldırım S, Yıldırım Ö, 2016. The Importance of Listening in Language Learning 
and Listening Comprehension Problems Experienced By Language Learners: A 
Literature Review Abant İzzet Baysal Üniversitesi Eğitim Fakültesi Derg. 
49. Young MYC, 1997. A serial ordering of listening comprehension strategies used 
by advanced ESL learners in Hong Kong Asian J. Engl. Lang. Teach. 7:35–53 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hülya Ünsal Şakiroğlu, Halil İbrahim Kaya 
THE STUDENT PERSPECTIVES OF COMMON PROBLEMS WHILE GAINING ENGLISH SPEAKING AND 
LISTENING SKILLS AND THEIR PROPOSED SOLUTIONS TO IMPROVE SKILLS AUTONOMOUSLY
 
European Journal of Foreign Language Teaching - Volume 3 │ Issue 3 │ 2018                                                                 109 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Creative Commons licensing terms 
Author(s) will retain the copyright of their published articles agreeing that a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY 4.0) terms 
will be applied to their work. Under the terms of this license, no permission is required from the author(s) or publisher for members of the community 
to copy, distribute, transmit or adapt the article content, providing a proper, prominent and unambiguous attribution to the authors in a manner that 
makes clear that the materials are being reused under permission of a Creative Commons License. Views, opinions and conclusions expressed in this 
research article are views, opinions and conclusions of the author(s). Open Access Publishing Group and European Journal of Foreign Language 
Teaching shall not be responsible or answerable for any loss, damage or liability caused in relation to/arising out of conflicts of interest, copyright 
violations and inappropriate or inaccurate use of any kind content related or integrated into the research work. All the published works are meeting the 
Open Access Publishing requirements and can be freely accessed, shared, modified, distributed and used in educational, commercial and non-
commercial purposes under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY 4.0). 
